ABSTRACT: Background -University education in Spain is facing a major change in order to converge with the rest of Europe. Among the challenges the new pedagogy is based upon three principles: (I) increased autonomy and involvement of students in their own learning process, (II) active teaching methods and (III) role of the teaching staff as a manager of stimulating learning environments. This new pedagogy added to the development of certain soft skills, demands from students certain personal characteristics. Aims -The present paper compares the learning styles of Spanish university accounting students with colleagues in other social sciences degrees as well as the influence of several personal factors. Instrument and Sample -The instrument used is the Grasha-Reichmann Student Learning Style Scale, and the sample is composed by 619 students enrolled in different degrees at the University of Huelva. Results -Results indicate that accounting students present differences in learning styles in comparison with other social sciences students. Other differences were found associated with gender and age.
INTRODUCTION
Among the most publicised objectives of the Bologna process the Ministerio de Educación highlights the new pedagogic approach that "could transform our educational system based on teaching into one based on learning". This change requires of three prerequisites (MEC, 2005) : -Higher autonomy and involvement of students in their learning process. -The use of active pedagogical methods including team work. -
The role of the teaching staff as a manager of challenging learning environments.
Two of these requisites are closely related with students' competencies. The new learning environment is expected to be much more flexible and adaptable to the students' needs. Students will have a higher level of independence and responsibility to design their own curriculum and to obtain the maximum benefit from the resources and activities at their disposal. However, it is also clear that, in order to make the best use of those resources, students should be able to be active participants, to be independent learners and to integrate into work teams. Conversely, the results of research focusing on educational needs in our area (Arquero, 2000 , Arquero and Donoso, 2005 , Dacko, 2006 , Hassall et al. 2003 stressed that the development of certain non-technical skills should be included as educational objectives, among them:
These skills appear to be essential for the proper development of the accountants' tasks and are highly valued in hiring and promoting decisions (Arquero, 2000) , and are even more important in terms of career progression (Bhamornsiri and Guinn, 1991) .
In this context certain characteristics (such as factors associated with learning styles) could act as facilitators or constraints for both the development of the skills indicated above and the pedagogical change (Alonso et al, 1997; Yazici, 2005; Zhang, 2002) .
The present paper compares the learning styles of accounting students with other social sciences students also analyzing the influence of gender and age in the learning styles exhibited by students. The paper is structured as follows: The first section gives an overview of the current learning context and the expected change due to the Bologna process. The research study section presents the rationale for the present study, the objectives and the measures used; followed by the sample description and the results. Finally, the discussion of the results and their implications are presented.
THE CURRENT LEARNING CONTEXT AND EXPECTED CHANGES
Actual higher education for accounting and business related subjects in Spain can be described as follows. Educational methods are highly focused on lectures. Although more participant educational methods (such as work cases, group work, etc.) are used, the accomplishment of content coverage objectives leads to teacher centered methods, even in practical lessons1. This context is most usual in first course subjects. In advanced courses, where active pedagogy is more suitable it is more frequent to find a mix of teaching methods combining lectures, work cases, team work, etc. Clear and physical separation of lectures (theoretical content, large classes) and seminars (practical content, smaller groups) is not frequent. Usually, the same instructor teaches the whole group theory and practice in the same classroom. Even when different teachers for theory and practice exist, it is not usual to split off groups into smaller seminars for practice.
The average number of hours of contact classes is quite high in comparison with UK or USA standards: the average (for all subjects) is 4-5 contact hours per day, which means 20-25 contact hours weekly, on a basis of 15 weeks per term, with two terms included. Accounting courses usually have a teaching load of 4-5 contact hours weekly. Tutorials are provided for students, but attendance, usually, is not compulsory. Students' attendance at classes is quite variable and depends upon the timetable of the specific group and the time of the year (it tends to become reduced at the end of the terms when exams dates are closer).
The assessment tends to rely heavily on final exams. Although other activities have influence on final grades, exams are usually the most relevant aspect in the assessment system.
In comparison with the present system, the expected Bologna scenario is quite different. The objective is to focus on students' work. Therefore, more time should be devoted to student-based activities which are different to contact classes. Although the number of credits will remain similar, it is expected that there will be a reduction of contact class time. The autonomous work of students will increase including team projects, presentations, etc. This will need a change in the teaching methods used, the classroom organisation and the course material. It is expected that attendance and tutorials will become much more important. Assessment system must be aligned with the new objectives, thus, projects, group working and individual work must be assessed in accordance with the time and work required from the students to accomplish such tasks.
THE RESEARCH STUDY

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY
In this new environment students, in order to make the best use of the expected advantages, should be able to be active participants. That means learning to become independent learners and to integrate into work teams. An early diagnosis of the learning styles of students enables advance awareness of potential mismatches between students' present characteristics and future educational requirements. Thus enabling the opportunity to design instructional processes that in a first instance could accommodate students' actual profiles and afterwards could use the mismatch of styles in a creative and challenging way fostering the change in the desired direction.
In the same way that a deep approach to learning is key to achieve high learning outcomes such us analytical and conceptual thinking skills (Hall et al, 2004) , meaningful learning (as described by Ausubel, 1968 ) will require students not to be avoidant, but active participants and to be able to interact with the contents in a complex way.
Regarding accounting education, the opinion of relevant stakeholders (AAA-AECC, 1990;; Arthur Andersen et al. 1989; IFAC, 2008, etc.) and results of research (Arquero, 2000; Hassall et al. 2003) indicate the importance of team working and the relevance of lifelong learning: collaborative and independent styles are associated with these desired outcomes. Educational context should, by filtering at entry level or encouraging change in the students, result in higher scores in participant, collaborative and independent styles and lower scores on avoidant and dependent styles.
MEASURES: GRASHA-REICHMANN LEARNING STYLES SCALE
There exist a large diversity of instruments (scales and inventories) devoted to the assessment and diagnosis of cognitive / problem solving / reasoning / learning styles. Those instruments, developed from different theories and approaches (reviews of literature can be found in Cooper, 2001 , or Cassidy, 2004 , also assess how individuals interact in certain social situations.
From this range of instruments the Student Learning Style Scale developed by Grasha and Reichmann (GRSLSS, Grasha, 1996) was found to best fulfil the requirements of the present research. Evolving from the 1974 first version which consisted of 90 items this scale focused on learning and preferences (Cassidy, 2004) . As Jonassen and Grabowski (1993) , state the learning style interaction model is centred on student preferences introducing social and affective dimensions in styles measurement. It is to be noted that preferences for styles are to some extent variable and responsive to contextual learning factors 2 . The inventory (Grasha, 1996) used consisted of 60 items, to be answered in a 5 points Likert scale (ranging from 1: total disagreement to 5: total agreement; being 3 the neutral opinion) which provides six measures 3 :
With the exception of the avoidant -participant scale which presents very high negative correlation coefficients; these measures should not be seen as bipolar dimensions (Grasha, 1996, 170) .
The internal reliability measures provided by Yazici (2005) for a sample of higher education students in business related subjects ranged from 0.73 to 0.89 (using Cronbachs' alpha).
The relevance of this instrument can be explained as follows, that in order to be successful the pedagogical change requires from students to be participant, collaborative and to some extent, independent. In contrast highly dependent, avoidant, or highly competitive students do not present the needed attitudes for the changes to work properly. Also to develop lifelong learning skills students are required to present a low dependent profile and team working requires high collaborative style.
Due to confidentiality restrictions, a posteriori measures of academic performance could not be obtained to be paired with learning style scores. However, for entry level students we could obtain a measure of previous performance: the access to university grade. These previous measures of performance are highly correlated with subsequent grades (see, for instance, Arquero et al, 2009 and Guney, 2009 ) therefore they could be considered as an adequate proxy.
OBJECTIVES
The specific objectives of the present study could be described as follows:
In order to know if the accounting degree is attracting students presenting the adequate profile of learning styles, the main objective is to compare the learning styles exhibited by accounting students with their fellows at other social sciences degrees.
Gender and age appear to be associated with different learning styles (Arquero and Tejero, 2006; Grasha, 1996, 176) or learning approaches (Byrne et al, 2002; Hassall and Joyce, 2001) . Male students tend to present lower participant, dependent and collaborative scores and higher avoidant, independent and competitive scores than female students in USA samples. Older students tend to present higher scores in independent and participant styles and younger students tend to be more avoidant and competitive. Also the changing nature of learning styles has been highlighted 2 As Grasha states (1996, 171), although students have certain preferences for styles, those preferences are often adapted responding to changes on the learning context. This idea of adaptation of learning style to contextual factors is not new; as Jackling (2005) notes, there is a substantial body of research, within the approaches to learning framework, on relations between students' perceptions of learning, learning environment, approaches to learning and learning outcomes.
3 Generic characteristics of students presenting different learning style are presented in the appendix.
above. The second objective is to test if there are differences in learning styles associated with relevant personal factors: age, gender and professional experience.
Learning styles are also associated with academic performance. Grasha (1996, 176) indicates that avoidant students obtain lower grades, whereas participant students tend to obtain higher grades. The third objective is to test if there are relationship between academic performance and learning styles.
SAMPLE DESCRIPTION AND RESULTS
The sample is composed of 619 students enrolled on several university degrees (see Table 1 ) ascribed as the "social sciences" area at the Universidad de Huelva 4 .
The age of the respondents ranged from 17 to 62 years old. The mean was 21.94; the median 21, and 95% of the respondents were 27 or younger. In order to test differences ages were re-codified into 3 intervals: up to and including 19 years, from 20 to 23, 24 or older. Of the respondents 64% were female, and 36% male. Students (only from courses higher than first, n: 444) were asked if they had relevant professional experience or did a placement period. Of these, 134, around 30%, indicated they had done so. The questionnaires were administered at the beginning of the term during class time. As the attendance at classes during the first weeks is normally high this means non response bias became irrelevant.
Entry level students were asked to indicate the grade they obtained to access to the university. The average grade was 6.3 ranging from 4.75 to 9.12 (n: 162, standard deviation .883). Table 2 presents the correlations between scores for the whole sample. The results obtained support the conclusions by Grasha (1996) . A strong negative correlation was found between participant-avoidant styles scores and no significant correlations between independent -dependent and competitive -collaborative were found. It is interesting to note that dependent style is highly correlated with participant and collaborative styles and the two last styles are also inter-correlated.
To test the differences MANOVA analyses were performed. The score in each learning style was the variable to be explained with the different factors (age, degree, gender and professional experience). Given that the number of cases needed to perform correctly a MANOVA analysis with all the factors at the same time is quite high, a series 4 In the Universidad de Huelva, a specific accounting degree did not exist when the study was done. Several universities are offering the new degree in finance and accounting from 2009-2010 course. To date, business administration, with a high accounting weight, is the most widespread degree for management, finance and accounting in higher education. Therefore accounting students are students enrolled at compulsory accounting modules at the business administration and management degree. How well adapted are accounting students for Bologna?
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of analyses was performed discarding non relevant factors and entering new ones. The results include only significant factors. There are significant differences in independent style scores due to gender and degree (Tables 3a and 3b ). Male students tend to present higher scores in independent style than their female colleagues. Students enrolled in other social sciences degrees show higher independent style scores than accounting students. No significant differences were found due to age or professional experience. There are slight differences in dependent style score between accounting students and others (accounting students tend to be more dependent) but such differences are not statistically significant. Gender, again, and age appear to be associated with significant differences in this style (Tables 4a and 4b ). Older students tend to show lower dependent styles scores. Males consistent with former results, show lower dependent style score than females. No significant differences were found due to professional experience.
Avoidant and participant styles are key factors for the success of the forthcoming changes. Gender and degree (see Tables 5a and 5b ) are factors associated with differences in avoidant style. In general terms, males tend to be more avoidant than females. Students enrolled in accounting subjects show lower levels of avoidant style than their colleagues in other degrees.
For participant style, MANOVA analysis indicates significant differences due to gender and age (Tables 6a and 6b ).
Female students are much more participative than their male colleagues. This difference is highly significant. The influence of age is more complex. For accounting students, the score in participant style diminishes with age. Older students tend to be less participative. However, for other degrees students older students tend to be more participant. Female students show a less competitive learning style than male students (Tables 7a  and 7b ). Accounting students are also more competitive than students at other degrees. Gender, degree and professional experience are related with differences in collaborative style (Tables 8a and 8b ). In general terms, female students tend to be more collaborative than their male colleagues. Accounting students tend to be less collaborative than other degree students and professional experience tends to have a positive influence in collaborative style.
Results of the correlation analysis between styles scores and entry level grade support previous findings by Grasha. There exist a relationship between avoidant and collaborative styles and grades (Table 9 ). students showing higher levels of avoidant style tends to obtain lower grades and students showing higher levels of collaborative style tend to obtain higher grades at a significant level (correlations p<1%).
DISCUSSION
The adaptation of the higher education system to the Bologna requirements demands a deep pedagogical change towards more active and participant learning and teaching methods. Obviously this demands efforts and changes from both students and teaching staff. Also students should posses (or develop) certain characteristics in order to obtain the advantages of the new system.
Among the personal characteristics that students should develop in order to better take advantage of the Bologna educational context and also to improve throughout the educational process are:
 Ability to work, and learn, in an autonomous way  Ability to actively participate in the learning process 
Team-working skills
In terms of the Grasha-Reichmann learning styles inventory, students should be independent, participant and collaborative.
Compared with the students that enrolled in other social sciences degrees, accounting students are less independent and more dependent. This is indicative of a higher difficulty to work and learn in an autonomous way than their colleagues. Dependent students prefer teacher-centred classroom methods and show little intellectual curiosity. Therefore, pedagogy relying upon autonomous work is likely to be less successful in accounting students than in other degrees students. Highly dependent students are more likely to take a surface approach to learning and do not perform well in complex tasks. Given that the ability to solve complex problems is one of the capabilities required from accounting students in the opinion of the relevant stakeholders these results are constraints that need to be taken into account.
The analysis of the scores also indicated that accounting students are more competitive. Competitive style is not good or bad itself. However competitive students prefer teaching centred instruction. Therefore they are not expected to be comfortable with student centred pedagogy or working in teams and sharing the grade with other members of the group. It is to be noted that the development in participant style is worrying. Whilst students in other degrees tend to score higher in participant style as they become older; accounting students tend to present lower scores. That means that accounting students (in contrast to other students in our sample, and Grasha's results with other samples) felt less comfortable collaborating with other students in projects, groups discussions etc, as they become older. This is an interesting result and needs to be studied in depth because learning styles are responsive to educational context. A plausible explanation is that previous educational experiences developed this move to a more individualistic view of education and learning. In this case the development of the scores is the opposite of that intended according to the stated aims of the required educational change.
No differences were found between accounting and other degrees students in participant style. Finally accounting students score lower in avoidant style than their colleagues the only learning style in which this group perform better than the other students.
Gender appears to be deeply related with differences in learning styles. Female students are less independent and more dependent than male students which could be a handicap for autonomous learning. However female students are less avoidant and more collaborative, which is indicative of a higher active involvement with the learning process and these are styles associated with higher grades. Also female students are more participative and less competitive than male students. This result indicates that female students may be more comfortable with the forthcoming scenario: active pedagogy based upon group working.
IMPLICATIONS
With the exception of avoidant styles students choosing other social sciences degrees seem to present a profile of learning styles that have a better fit with the Bologna requirements. The main implications for Universities are to establish entry level requirements that generate an adequate profile for the students entering this degree. Secondly better information (about the professional profiles and characteristics to succeed in higher education) should also be provided to future university students.
The results obtained on the development of a collaborative style for accounting students may be due to conflicting messages. Explicitly students are told to collaborate and work into teams but it seems that their actual experiences lead them to be less collaborative as they progresses in the university career. Incoherencies between explicated educational aims and assessment schemes could have a very negative impact in terms of the desired outcomes. Students tend to do what is rewarded not what they are told is the desired behaviour. Therefore Universities must pay attention to the coherence between educational goals, pedagogy, and assessment systems.
LIMITATIONS AND EXTENSIONS
The sample is obtained from one university. In order to guarantee the generalization of the results, a wider sample (more universities and/or cohorts of students) will be needed.
As possible extensions of the present work the following could be highlighted: a deep understanding of the causes of the observed development in the learning styles, analysing contextual and pedagogy-related factors and the potential relationship between learning styles and other performance indicators.
